FILIBUSTERS AND FREEMASONS: THE SWORN OBLIGATION
Antonio Rafael de la Cova From 1848 to 1851, Cuban separatists residing in the United States established organizations, released publications, and mustered four filibuster invasions to overthrow the Spanish colonial government and establish a Cuban republic. They were following the Texas model by using American funds, volunteers, and weapons to achieve independence. The islanders would later decide the question of statehood through a referendum. Filibuster expeditions led by disgrunded former Spanish Army General Narciso Lopez and his aide-de-camp Ambrosio Jose Gonzales, violated the Neutrality Law of 1818, which prohibited armed enterprises against nations at peace with the United States. Lopez's attempts to liberate Cuba had profound consequences for United States-Spanish relations and the course of Cuban history. Lopez, Gonzales, and most of the filibuster leadership were Freemasons who relied extensively on the international fraternity to accomplish their plans.
There had been a similar precedent in the creation of the Republic of West Florida in 1810 and the Republic of Texas in 1836. Louisiana Freemasons led the revolt against Spain that proclaimed the seventy-two-day Republic of West Florida, an area that was later annexed to their state. In Texas, revolutionary leaders Stephen F. Austin, Samuel Houston, David G. Burnet, Mirabeau Bounaparte Lamar, William B. Travis, David Crockett, James Fannin, and
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Thomas J. Rusk were Freemasons. Twenty-two of the fifty-nine delegates to the Texas independence convention were Freemasons, as were all four presidents and four vice presidents of the Texas Republic. Austin had met in the fall of 1835 with thirty-five prominent New Orleans Freemasons who planned the liberation of Texas and established a local committee to raise funds and volunteers.! The Cuban revolutionaries tried to emulate this pattern fifteen years later. Unfortunately, Masonic secrecy has clouded the fraternity's instrumentality in fIlibustering.
There is a considerable amount of literature on the sectional, political, and diplomatic implications of Cuban fIlibustering. Cuban historians produced many of the earliest historical accounts. The first such work, by Jose Ignacio Rodriguez, appeared in Havana in 1900. The next year, Vidal Morales Morales, director of the Cuban National Archives, wrote a three-volume account of the Cuban independence movement. It depicted Lopez as trying to separate Cuba from Spain, by any means, without concern for the future. Herminio Portell Vila then published a three-volume biography of Lopez, portraying him as a pragmatic nationalist fighting for Cuban and Puerto Rican independence, conspiring with former military subordinates in Cuba to stage a pronunciamiento, or garrison revolt, coinciding with his disembarkment. 2 Recent Cuban history of the fIlibuster era is deficient, and such works rarely include notes or cite new sources.
American expeditionaries J. C. Davis and Richardson Hardy penned personal accounts of their experiences in 1850, but serious 1 William R. Denslow, 10,000 Famous Freemasons (4 vols., Independence, MO, 1957) ; Allen E. Roberts, Freemasonry in American History (Richmond, 1985) , 249-51; H. Glenn Jordan, Let There Be Light: A History of Freemasonry in Louisiana 1763 -1989 (Baton Rouge, 1990 , 78, 87.
2 Jose Ignacio Rodriguez, Estudio Histririco Sobre el Origen, Desenvolvimiento y Manifestaciones Prdcticas de la Idea de la AnexiOn de la Isla de Cuba a los Estados Unidos de America (Havana, 1900) ; Vidal Morales y Morales, Iniciadores y primeros mdrtires de la revolucion cubana (3 vols. Havana, 1931) , II, 56; Herminio Portell Vila, Narciso Lopezy su Epoca (3 vols., Havana, 1930 (3 vols., Havana, -1958 . Portell Vila reprinted four Lopez proclamations in Spanish: two entitled "To the Spanish Army in Cuba," one "To the Lovers of Liberty in Cuba," and one "To the Spanish Peninsulars." All denounce Spanish despotism and affirm his "only object is independence and political liberty." The only Lopez document alluding to possible future Cuban annexation to the United States was an English-language broadside to the "Soldiers of the Liberating Expedition of Cuba!" Portell Vila indicated that it was written by a collaborator, since Lopez did not read or speak English. . '" The Louisiana Historical Quarter?J, 22 (October 1939 ), 1095 -1167 Basil Rauch, American Interest in Cuba: 1848 -1855 (New York, 1948 This essay contends that Freemasons dominated the fIlibuster leadership. Secret Masonic identification facilitated joining the organization. It also provided protection from federal authorities who would suppress their activities and rendered aid and comfort to distressed fIlibusters. The fraternity espoused the intellectual rationale justifying the invasion of Cuba. Masonic doctrine emphasized that a member "owed it to his country to seek to give her freedom, or maintain her in that possession. It made Tyranny and Usurpation the enemies of the Human Race. It created a general outlawry of Despots and Despotisms, temporal and spiritual."5 Masonic history traced its origins to the building of King Solomon's temple in jerusalem. It credited European stone masons of the Middle Ages who built castles, cathedrals, and abbeys, with reviving the fraternity. Freemasonry surfaced publicly in London, England, on june 24, 1717, when four secret lodges openly banded together to create the Grand Lodge of Free and Accepted Masons. Recent studies indicate that many of the Masonic rituals, titles, symbols, and traditions evolved from those practiced by the Knights Templar of the Crusades, after the Inquisition forced them underground in the fourteenth century.6 • Rauch, American Interest in Cuba, 154. 5 The Grand Lodge of England began issuing charters for the creation of new lodges. Then and now, the hierarchy of each lodge contain the elected positions of Worshipful Master, Senior Warden, Junior Warden, Treasurer, Secretary, Senior Deacon, Junior Deacon, and Tyler. A candidate must petition a lodge on his own free will, since the fraternity does not recruit. Admission requirements are being free-born, a belief in God and a disposition toward truth, morality, tolerance, and charitable works. 7 Applicants are rejected if they are motivated by curiosity, personal gain, or social advancement. A Petition Committee investigates the candidate, who is then approved by the unanimous secret balloting of the lodge members. The newcomer is then subjected during the next few months to the ritual three-degree dramas of Blue Lodge Masonry.
The initial degree of Entered Apprentice teaches the tenets of brotherly love, relief to the distressed and to be good and true. It also emphasizes the virtues of morality, fortitude, prudence, temperance and justice-principles that are to apply to all humanity. The candidate is told, "In whatever country you travel, when you meet a Mason, you will find a brother and a friend, who will do all in his power to serve you; and who will relieve you, should you be poor or in distress, to the utmost of his ability, and with a ready cheerfulness." The second degree of Fellow-Craft represents the attainment of knowledge and science. A candidate learns the symbols of the fraternity and the virtues of silence, secrecy, and fidelity. His studies guide him by reason, love, and faith. The third degree of Master Mason emphasizes intellectual cultivation, moral control of passions, and serenity of mind. 8 According to Duncan's Masonic Ritual and Monitor, a Master Mason swears on the Bible a lengthy obligation, which includes to "always aid and assist all poor, distressed, worthy Master Masons," and to "fly to his relief' upon seeing the Grand Hailing Sign of Distress. 9 After the completion of the three Blue Lodge de- grees, Freemasonry divides into two branches, the 32-degree York Rite, with its Chapter of Royal Arch, and the 33-degree Scottish Rite. tO In the ninth and tenth degrees of Scottish Rite, a Mason takes an oath to assist those who struggle against oppression. In the twentyninth and thirtieth degrees he vows to wage war against tyranny and despotism. In the thirty-second degree, a Scottish-Rite Mason swears an obligation as "a soldier of freedom." The true Mason is described as an ardent seeker of knowledge who strives "To attain the truth, and to serve our fellows, our country, and mankind. Lodge, and hold jurisdiction until the establishment there of a Grand Lodge.
The fraternity grew rapidly until the William Morgan affair of 1826. Morgan was a Freemason whose questionable reputation excluded him from joining a new lodge in Batavia, New York. In retaliation, he announced his intention to publish an expose of Freemasonry. Provocative articles began appearing in the local Repub-l£can Advocate, and were later compiled into a book. Morgan's subsequent disappearance stirred a public outcry against Masonry. A handful of Freemasons were tried and convicted for Morgan's abduction, but his murder or banishment was never ascertained. i3 Many persons involved in Whiggery, evangelical crusades, and reform movements also railed against Freemasonry. Abolitionists John Brown and Charles G. Finney, both former Freemasons, joined Anti-Masonic ranks. So did New York Whig editors Horace Greeley and Thurlow Weed and Whig politicians William H. Seward, Thaddeus Stevens, Charles Summer, Francis Granger, Daniel Webster, and John Quincy Adams-a onetime Mason. Future Whig presidents William Henry Harrison, Zachary Taylor, and Millard Fillmore were also anti-Masons. The latter characterized the fraternity as "organized treason." 14 The excitement that spread nationwide against secret societies, fueled by the rise of 150 anti-Masonic newspapers in sixteen states, gave birth to the Anti-Masonic Party. It ran presidential candidate William Wirt in the 1832 elections, who carried only Vermont. The Anti-Masonic Party, attracting mostly farmers and limited by its narrow focus, dissolved by 1836. Attacks against the fraternity continued for another decade, dividing families, churches, schools, and commuhas devoted Thirty Years to the Subject (1827; rep., Chicago, 1872); and William Preston Vaughn, The Antimasonic Party in the United States 1826-1843 (Lexington, 1983), 7-9. 14 Lorman Ratner, ed., Antimasonry: The Crusade and the Party (Englewood Cliffs, 1969), 10; Denslow, 10, 000 Famous Freemasons, I, 139; II, 47, 50, 137, 192; IV, 123, 190, 208, 223, 304, 306 nities. Thousands of Freemasons publicly disavowed their affiliation. The five hundred lodges in New York shriveled to forty-nine. Although Mississippi Grand Master John Quitman erroneously assumed that northern Anti-Masonic sentiment would not reach the South, half of the sixteen lodges in his state were extinct by 1833. Six years later, there were only six lodges left in Georgia, with a total of 430 members. 15 Freemasonry also languished in the Spanish colony of Cuba but for different reasons. movement Soles y Rayos de Bolivar. They sent a delegation of six brethren to meet with Liberator and Freemason Simon BoHvar in Colombia and with Mexican independence leaders who belonged to the fraternity, requesting help to overthrow the colonial government. The group included twenty-year-old Gaspar Betancourt Cisneros, who figured prominently in the later fUibJlster movement. BolIvar told the Cuban delegation that the moment was not "ripe" for their plansY
The following year, King Ferdinand VII, who had been deposed by Masonic military officers in 1820, returned to power in Spain and ordered Freemasons to abjure or be summarily hung for treason. The fraternity went underground in Spain and Cuba. It was subjected to new persecutions in 1848, entailing property confiscations and exile. A decade later, all lodges in Cuba had closed except two. Their members met infrequently under fictitious names at various locations. 18 A group of Cuban Freemasons and former independence conspirators created the Havana Club in the spring of 1848. Its members were mainly aristocrats and sugar planters, some of whom feared that the abolitionist policies being pressured on Spain by England and France would ruin Cuba's sugar economy. The organization agreed to hire 5,000 American Mexican War veterans to invade the island and overthrow the colonial regime. Meanwhile, another separatist conspiracy, led by General Narciso Lopez, had been brewing in the central Trinidad region of Cuba for over a year. Lopez had risen to prominence in Spain during the Carlist War and then in the revolt of Liberal and Masonic army officers led by General Baldomero Espartero, in 1840. Under Espartero, Lopez was appointed president of the executive and permanent military commission in Cuba and also gov-ernor of Trinidad province. After the fall of Espartero, Lopez was quickly cashiered, which motivated him to plot against the new government. His conspiracy was discovered on July 4, 1848, after the arrests of some of his followers. Lopez fled to the United States three days later.19
The following month, the Havana Club sent Ambrosio Jose Gonzales, a twenty-nine-year-old college professor educated in New York City, to propose its invasion plan to U. S. general and Mexican War hero William Jenkins Worth. Gonzales found Worth in Newport, Rhode Island, and used international ritualistic signs, code words, and a secret-grip handshake to identify himself as a brother Freemason. On behalf of the Havana Club, Gonzales offered Worth $3 million, of which one hundred thousand would be for himself, to invade Cuba with five thousand American volunteers. Gonzales claimed that Worth gave him "perfect credence at the outset" and accepted his proposition. The general then invited the Cuban to accompany him to his hometown of Hudson, New York. Worth afterward took Gonzales to West Point, and introduced him to Professor Gustavus Woodson Smith, a Freemason, and other army officers. Worth identified with the plight of persecuted Cuban Masons, recalling the anti-Masonic era in his native state. Later, in New York City, Gonzales presented Worth to General Lopez and Gaspar Betancourt Cisneros. Before the plot hatched, however, the War Department transferred Worth to Texas, where he died of cholera shortly after his arrival. The Washington correspondent of the New York Journal of Commerce later alleged that Worth and others "refused to go into the enterprise unless the people of Cuba should encourage it" by first revolting. 20 The Cubans then offered the leadership of the expedition to Mexican War volunteer general Caleb Cushing, a Freemason and former Massachusetts Whig representative. In December 1848, Cushing introduced Gonzales to outgoing president James K. Polk and members of his cabinet. 21 Freemasonry provided a common link not only among Gonzales, Cushing, and Polk, but 22 Gonzales returned to New York City, where in June 1849 he participated in a Cuban conspiratorial meeting in a boarding house with Lopez and his followers. They incorporated Masonic emblems in the design of their flag and agreed to use the red, white, and blue tricolor of liberty. Master Mason Miguel Teurbe Tolon drew three oblong horizontal blue stripes, separated by two white stripes, to represent the three regions into which Spain divided Cuba. Lopez superimposed on the banner's left an equilateral triangle, resembling a Master Mason's apron, "for besides its Masonic significance it is also a striking geometrical figure." He rejected placing the Masonic AlI-Seeing Eye in the center of the triangle, as it was difficult to embroider. Instead, they used "the Five-pointed Star of the Texas flag because it also carries a symbolic meaning," representing the Masonic five points of fellowship. 23 In early July 1849, recruitment for the invasion of Cuba was promoted openly in New York, Boston, Baltimore and New Orleans. Some 400 unarmed filibusters, including many Mexican War veterans, departed New Orleans and assembled on Round Island, three miles south of Pascagoula, Mississippi. When President Zachary Taylor learned of these events, he issued a proclamation on August 11 against the "criminal" invasion of Cuba and ordered the Navy to blockade the island. During the next two months, the expeditionaries were allowed to disperse without being arrested. 24 Two months later, Gonzales expedition to reinforce Lopez. He agreed to meet the Cubans in New Orleans in a fortnight for a secret purpose. 27 Freemasons occupied the highest positions in the expedition's military command structure, starting with Lopez, Gonzales, and Quitman. Chatham Roberdeau Wheat, a New Orleans attorney and Mexican War veteran, organized and commanded the Louisiana regiment. His reason for joining, according to his father, was "not only from universal feelings of philanthropy, but for the patriotic purpose of aggrandizing the South. This latter consideration was pressed by several prominent The judicial proceeding began with John Henderson, who had demanded a speedy trial. Three trials ended in hung juries (the last being eleven to one for acquittal) before the Justice Department dismissed charges against all the defendants. Throughout the trial Freemason journalists supported the accused. After the second trial ended, one article claimed that "seven-eights of the citizens of New Orleans and the U. States, generally, believe it right to sympathize actively with these who struggle to put down monarchial governments, whether it be legal or not, and will not play into the hands of tyrants by convicting their intended victims. So mote it be-forever!" The last phrase is part of Masonic ritual and some Freemason authors use it to conclude their works. Perhaps aware of Freemason support, the prosecution seemed to attempt to keep them off the three juries. Only one Freemason, M. J. Zunts, whose verdict was unreported, served in the second paneJ.33
Before the second trial concluded, former Texas president Mirabeau Buonaparte Lamar arrived in New Orleans on January 13, 1851. Lamar had been a Georgia state legislator, attorney, and publisher of the Columbus Enquirer, and a Texan revolutionary. Lamar belonged to Columbian Lodge No.7 in Columbus, whose Worshipful Master, James Fannin, was executed in the Goliad Massacre in Texas. 34 Lamar provided Gonzales with letters of recommendation Historical Society, Savannah); Duncan, Duncan's Masonic Ritual and Monitor, Proceedings Mirabeau Buonaparte Lamar (Austin, 1922), 194-97; Rosier and Pearson, The Grand Lodge of Georgia, 216; Denslow, 10,000 Famous Freemasons, III, 49. for Georgia Governor George W. Towns, officers of the state militia, and other Masonic contacts. Gonzales immediately departed for Georgia to organize the next Cuba expedition. There he established a network of collaborators in Columbus, Macon and Savannah. Most of the leading conspirators were Freemasons, trained in their lodges in the art of secret work. They included thirty-four-year-old barkeeper Alonzo B. Luce, of Zerubbabel Lodge, No. 15 in Savannah. 35 Gonzales wrote to Cuban revolutionary Cirilo Villaverde on February 20 that Governor Towns had given him two cannons, four hundred muskets, pistols and sabers. When Lamar reached Macon the following month, Gonzales told him that thanks to his letter of introduction the Governor had been "very friendly & liberal" toward him. This influence allowed Gonzales to sell many Cuban bonds and to receive ten pieces of brass artillery. Several state militia cavalry and infantry companies promised to provide their armaments, and Gonzales "made arrangements to collect one thousand men and from 200 to 300 horses." Several prominent Georgians provided support, including militia captain John Forsyth, editor of the Columbus Times, involved "to a very great extent" in the secret operations. 36 Freemasons were also prominent in the support group established by Gonzales in Jacksonville, Florida, with the help of Henry Titus, a member of Solomon's Lodge No. 20 When the expedition was ready in Jacksonville, Savannah, and New York, L6pez went to Macon and met with Gonzales and a company of Georgians. As they waited on April 25 to take the train to Savannah, Freemason John Lama telegraphed that the Collector of Customs and the U.S. Deputy Marshal were waiting at the railroad depot to arrest them. Gonzales requested in reply that a carriage await them at the train station ten miles outside Savannah. The Cu- McCleskey's wife. The Massachusetts-born planter was a Freemason and his fraternal vows prohibited denying aid to his brethren in distress. Barstow told the visitors that he was a Whig, and although opposed to the expedition, "as my guests you are welcome, and my house is yours." 38 After the federal authorities neutralized the expedition, L6pez returned to New Orleans. He told Cirilo Villaverde that because he had "Masonic protection," the Savannah City Marshal refused to enforce the federal arrest warrant against him. Indeed, the city marshal was Daniel H. Stewart, Junior Warden of Clinton Lodge, No. 54. 39 Meanwhile, Barstow left Gonzales in care of another Freemason, Samuel Prioleau Hamilton, the future Worshipful Master of Solo-mon's Lodge, No.1. Hamilton hid Gonzales for a month on his father's cotton plantation on Callawassie Island, South Carolina. Gonzales was also assisted by William Elliott, a sixty-three-year-old planter, politician and writer from Beaufort, South Carolina. Elliott and his sons Ralph and Thomas were members of Harmony Lodge, No. 22, in Beaufort.40 Five years later, Gonzales married Elliott's youngest daughter, Harriett.
After the third debacle, the Cuban revolutionaries immediately renewed their conspiratorial activities under the sheltering cloak of Masonry. Gonzales went to inspect the armament he left hidden on the Woodbine plantation, near St. Mary's, Georgia. He hired a buggy with an African-American driver for the twenty-five-mile journey. Halfway there, a midday thunderstorm drenched them and their horse gave out in the mud. The guide suggested seeking help at the nearby Laurel Isle plantation. Gonzales apparently flashed the Masonic Grand Hailing Sign of Distress as he approached the tall gentleman on the mansion's piazza. When the Cuban introduced himself and described his situation, the stranger said, "It so happens that I have an order for your arrest from the President of the United States." It was John Hardee Dilworth, the Collector of St. Mary's, who was a Freemason. He then assured his surprised visitor, "I am most happy to make your acquaintance and to welcome you to my house. I sympathize deeply with your cause; had I seen you at St. Mary's I would certainly have arrested you." Gonzales was invited to dine with the Dilworth family and received lodging for the night. He departed the next day with his driver and a fresh horse to complete military preparations at the Woodbine plantation. 41 40 the Spanish Minister at Washington might produce his liberation." The suppliant, however, cautioned that the influential people he recommended to Gunst were "not Masons, and will not feel that deep interest we feel in the brother & the brother's child." French wrote to President Fillmore asking advice on what course to take and enclosed George's letter. Fillmore, who abhorred the fraternity, washed his hands of the matter by recommending on the letter's margin that "application be made through the State Department & the Spanish Minister. ' '48 The following month, French received a letter from Charles Tilden, the Past Grand Master of the Grand Lodge of Kentucky. The family and friends of the imprisoned expeditionary Robert H. Breckenridge had asked him to write to "some person of influence" in Washington on his behalf. Breckenridge and Tilden were both members of Mount Moriah Lodge No. 106 in Louisville. The letter contained various masonic ritualistic words, such as "aid and assist" and "distressed," appealing to French's Masonic obligation. After being snubbed by Fillmore, French wrote to Attorney General John J. Crittenden, a Kentuckian and Freemason. French recognized that he lacked influence with the anti-Masonic Whig Administration and the Spanish Crown, but asked Crittenden to do anything in his power to obtain the release of Breckenridge. Fulfilling his sworn Masonic obligation, Crittenden managed to win Breckenridge's freedom within a month. 49 Mourning ceremonies were held in Masonic lodges that lost members in the expedition. Solomon's Lodge, No.1, in Savannah, on September 18 unanimously adopted a resolution that "the Jewells [sic] of this Lodge be cloathed [sic] in Mourning for thirty days, in token of respect, and the Masonic feelings of its members, in memory of our late Brother Genl. Narciso Lopez." Among the visiting brethren present was George A. McCleskey, who five months earlier hid 48 Lopez and Gonzales from the authorities. Members of Halo Lodge, No.5, in Cahaba, Alabama, wore a badge of mourning for thirty days for their former Worshipful Master, Robert L. Downman, killed in the expedition. The lodge sent a letter of condolence to his widow. 50 The following month, responding to rumors that General Quitman would lead an avenging expedition to liberate Cuba, the former Mississippi Governor received a letter from a C. G. F. Bell. He claimed to have found during his recent travels from Alabama to Texas, "thousands in Favor of the Revolution in Cuba and all wish you to lead them." To inspire confidence, Bell used cryptic symbols identifying himself as a Master Mason, Royal Arch degree. Quitman toyed with the idea of invading the island for the next three-and-ahalf years, but gave it up in April 1855. 51 Fifty-two years and one day after Lopez first unfurled his Masonic banner in Cardenas, the flag became the national symbol of an independent Cuban Republic. The lengthy struggle against the Catholic Crown was carried out by another group of Freemasons that included Carlos Manuel de Cespedes, Ignacio Agramonte, Calixto Garda, Maximo Gomez, Antonio Maceo and Cuban Apostle Jose Marti. Honoring their efforts, the First National Congress of History of the Cuban Republic proclaimed, "Cuban Masonry has been at all times, since its foundation, the institution which has furnished more elements to the independence, the liberty, the culture and the progress of Cuba. ' '52 What individually motivated diverse Freemasons to assist the Cuban independence movement it is still open to speculation. Being a secret society, the fraternity did not publicly take issue on Cuba or other political matters. Some Freemasons, recalling the twenty-year anti-Masonic era in the United States, were probably desirous of as-sisting their oppressed brethren in Cuba. They were also motivated by their fraternal doctrine against tyranny, regarding themselves in a similar patriotic role as the Masonic Founding Fathers. Others, like Chatham Wheat, were motivated by multiple factors, including their Masonic brethren, Southern expansionism, military adventure, and personal aggrandizement.
Whatever their motives, Freemasons were undeniably a main ingredient of the filibuster movement. Their assistance transcended sectional issues, political parties, and national boundaries. Freemasonry served as an intermediary between the Cuban revolutionaries and northern and southern politicians and military figures who supported their cause. The brotherhood connection provided the Cuban revolutionaries with weapons, funds, and recruits, just as it had done earlier in the independence movements of West Florida and Texas. Masonic international secret identification through handshakes, code words, and the sign of distress, caused strangers to help Lopez, even though he did not speak English. The sworn Masonic obligation to grant relief to a worthy distressed brother enabled filibuster fugitives to evade federal authorities and receive assistance even from political opponents. Public officials John Hardee Dilworth and Daniel H. Stewart clearly placed fraternal loyalty above considerations of oath of office. Without Masonic participation, the Cuban independence movement would have been impaired, and the Cuban national flag would have a different design today. Freemasonry alone did not create the American, Texas, and Cuban revolutions, but it did prepare and accomplish them.
